


DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 238 559 P$ D14 028

AUTHOR Holden, George W.; West, Meredith J,

TITLE The Parent as Naive Psychologis.: Analyses of
Parental Deliberations.

PUB DATE Apr 83

NOTE 15p.; Paper presented at the Biennial Meeting of the

Society for Research in Child Development (Detroit,
M1, April 21-24, 1983).

PUB TYPE Speeches/Conference Papers (150}
EDRS PRICE MFO01/PCO0l1 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS *Abstract Reasoning; *attribution Theory; *Child

Rearing; Cognitive Processes; Comparative Analysis;
Lower Class Parents; Middle Class Parents; *Mothers;
*Parent Attitudes; *Parent Child Relationship

ABSTRACT

Two groups of 14 mothers were interviewed to study
F>w parents reason about their children's behavior. The two samp.es
differed considerably in terms of education, age, race, and
soCioeconomic status. The first group, high school educated, averaged
24 years of age, and, if married, had spouses with blue-collar jobs.
The second group, college graduates, averaged 34 years of age and had
spou-<S who held professional/academic jobs. An open—ended inte”view
consisted of 12 questions designed to elicit samples of parental
reasoning. The mothers' answers revealed four common patterns of
thinking: anchors, attributions, covariation or causal analysis, and
anticipation. The most frequent mode of thinking involved
attributional analysis (46 percent), or reflection on the origin of
certain behaviors. There was frequent use of anchors (22 percent), or
comparicsons made across children or across age. Covariations, sim.lar
to attributions but including articulation of antecedent-consequent
relationships, accounted for 22 percent of statements. Anticipation,
or statements made about the future, composed 10 percent of the
categorized comments. Analyses of mothers' speech and the ease with
which their reasoning was elicited suggested that parents commonly
engage in such deliberaticns. Few differences emerged between the
high school and college educated mothers. The only mean grougp
differences indicated suagested that, while the high school educated
mothers used more anchor- and anticivatory references, the college
educated mothers made more attributions. (BJC)
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In this papex we saall stress the role of parental knowledge in child
rearing at a proximate level of analysis. Our concern is not with parents’
general Xnowledge of children but with hov they reason about their own
children's behavior. Here we will view the parent as a lay scientist ard
ask what cognitive processes characterize porents' deliberations about
children.

That children can baffle scientist and parent alike is easily verified
by even the rost cursory examination of books written for parents. Titles
such as "Your Child pakes Sense", “The Common Sense Bouk of Baby and Child
Care”, "Understanding Your Child from Birth to Three" and most recently
"Signals: What Your Child i1s Really Trving to Tell You" suggest. in fact,
the opposite: that childrer. do not always make sense and that parents must
summon uncommor reservoirs of thousht, will, and effort to comprehend their
offspring's actions (L, 2, 3, a).

fwo of this symposium's participants, Drs. Patterson and Stolz, have
also recognized the difficulties facing parents ard have, among thelr many
rocks, contributed ones sPecifically geared to assisting parents. bDr. Stolz
compiled a pictorial guide to develcrment So that, 1n her woxrds., "parents
will have a basis for raking the many decisions that have to he made each
day® (5). Likewise, Dr. Patterscn desigred a manual entitled Living with
Children to “"help parents understand gitvations in which you and YoOur
child behave in a way that is distressing . . ." (&).

Advice aimed at parental cognitions is alco not nw. In 1914, the
editor of an eight volume Series on parents and their problems noted that
“Experts are writing, experi¢nced mothers are talking, everywhere are rove-
ments loocking toward thie more sensible raaring of children, There is no
excuse for pnot trving to do Our mOENering in a rere ratianal way. The good

mother iS o thinking mother™ (7},
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The incidence of pleas for corron sense, raticnality, and thought

in advice to parents is noteworthy ard somewhat paradoxical., Why is it

that we exhort parents to use common sense about their children? Why must
we caution adults to behave like the adults they presumablry are? what is

it about the young of our species that, to quote Dr, Patterson, “a child
only three feet tall can reduce & grown woman to tears, c¢ausing her to

scold and spank?" {6). As a firs*t step in understanding this paradox, we
have been exploring the phenomenology of parenting: when parents deliberate
about their children, what do thev do and how 4o they go about it?

Qur research efforts have been influenced by thogse of cognitive and
social psychologists as they strive to understand the decision processes
of, among others, employers, jurors, voters, weather forecasters, sclentists,
and stock brokers, The research of Tversky and Kahneman and Hogarth on
judgmental heyristics znd decision theory and that of Helder and Kelley on
causal analysis and attribution theory have tigured prominently in our
thinking (8, 2, 10, 11). 7Thus, we view the parent as operating under
coaditions of cognitive uncertalnty. Our intervieys with parents reveal
that deliberating about & chila's behavior invelves: predicting, hoping
for, and engineering a particuluar outcoro as in an elect.on: it means assuming
the role of Judge and jury in assessing motives and assigning blame: it
also includes forecasting moods and reoctions as chandeable as the weather
as well as the never-ending appralsal and investment in one's ¢wn genetic
stock.

Despite decades of rescareh on parents, little is krown about specific
processes of Larental reasoening. The existence of surh processes are however
clearly documented in the <eminal work of Dr. Stolz and Dr. Robert Sears,
and hia colleagues. on parents' attituwdes, beliefs, and child Yearing

practices {12, 13). In thrirz books, one finds intriQuiny glimpses into
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parental thinking as evidenced, for example, by the beliefs parents hold

about concepts that child psychologists hold dear. Thus, Stolz and Sears
both note thelr parents’' views of the nature of childrer. Stol:z in
particular cites several crucial areas in which parents' views of children
contrast with thiose of develormental psychologists., Her subjects, for
example, appeared less committed to interactional views of heredity and
environment, expressing instead wore dichotomous views. Simivarly, Sears?
subjects suggested mothers to side with hereditary views ard fathers with
environrental ones. Likewise, parents' beliefs about individual differences,
about sex differences, and ahout the inevitability of "stages" of development
appeared less flexible ard pore culturally stercotyped than those of the
"experts.®

Such findings supply two incentives for the study of parental reasoning.
First, they hichlignt the need to ;nderstand the theories of development
held by those who actually test developmental theories dailv. Is it ap
advance in our science if ue the “experts" say the nature/nurture problem
is behind us or that "stage" theories are dead if both are alive arnd operative
in the mirnds of parents? Second, the findings suggest that children are
perceived quite diffarentlv outside of an ivory tower. Why is it that
parents' views of children controst with those of psycholngists? what
accounts for the differcnces in their perceptions? Just as a city resermbles
a set of miniature objects when viewed from the air, one's perspective on
the natuvre of children may depend quite Jdirectly on one's vhysical arnd
pe¥ychological proximity to them. Thus, doescribing the naive psychology of
parents appears essential to explicating dilferences in the theories and
perceptions of those who study and those who rear children.

Qur initial efforts have been devoted to developing methodologivs to

clicit parental reasoning and to characteriziug the cognitive properties of
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sttich reasoning. We will gpeak primar_.ly of these latter cfforts today as

we describe how mothers answer open-ended guestions about the nature of
parenting,

Two groups of 14 pothers were interviswed. 7Tne two saroles differed
considerably in terms of vears of education, age, race, and socio-econcmic
status. The first group, which we will refer to as the high-school educated
group, contained no college graduates. averaged 24 years of age, and if marricd,
had spouses holding blue-zollar joks. These mothers were interviewed beflore
a regular well-Laby check-up at a local hospital. The second group: the
college graduates. had all completed at least a bachelor's degree, averaged
34 years of age and had spouscs holding either professional or academic
jobs. 1lhese cothers were recruited from nursery schools and were interviewed
at home or in the psycholagy department.

The oven-ended interview consisted of 12 questions designed to elicit
samples of parental reasoning. Exarples of the interview protocol include:
what do you enjoy about being a mother?“:'bhat do you find difficult in
your role as a varent?"; "Do you have any special concerns akout your child?";
and "What advice would you give to a woman about to become a parent?”.

The interview transcripts were analyzod in two ways: a content analysis
of the resporces given to ea~h question and an analysis of the form of
reasoning displayed. Today we will discuss the latter data. the actual
form of the rosponses.

The mothers® answers ievealed four ceoommon patterns of thinking that are
defined and 1llustrated in Table 1. Motheis veed anchors, attributions.
coveriztionr. or caveéal analysis, and anticipation to describe their thoughts
about their children. In a sentence by sontence analysis of 50 of the
transcripts, one of every four senteuces, on averade, £it one of these

categories with the remaining three sentences repressnting elaborationa of
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the categories. College cducated mothers averaged 48 coded statements per
trauseript and high school elucated mothers averaged 29 ccded statements.
The ambiguous ard idiosyrncratic nature of children wmay account for the
frequent use of anchors, which occurred in 22% of the c¢coded statements.
Parents soughit to place their child's behavior into Ferspective by comparing
across caildren or across age. For erample, a mothsr commented that her
daughter's tantrums were not a problem because she is "at an age where they
throw tantrurs.” Most often, another child or her child at an earlier age
served as the reference point accounting for 65% of all anchors. Anchors
to adults also occurred most often in a qgenctic form as 1n the sratement,

"He is stubborn just lile his fathar."“

By far the rost fregusnt rode of thinking involved attributional analysis.

Forty-six percent of a’)l coded statements fell into this category. Thus,

as Heider theorized in his writings on naive psychology, Parents, like

people in other situations, attempt to discover the reqularilies and stabili-
ties that make behavior more predictable {11). The high incidence of
attributions undoubtedly reflects the frequency with which Parents nast
ponder the origin of certain behaviors. Their developmental analyses in-
cluded purely genetic approaches, "She was born with a tempexr” to rore
environrental ones as in the statenent "I think it’s norral for a first-
born to act that way." Developmentally complex attributions concerning

heredity and *Yhie environment were also cormen but most clearly elaborated

in the following four statementsz wade by one wother: "X person comes from
the genes." "A person comes from the way a nother acts when she is pregnant.”
"The baby will be tha way he wants to be.” "He's like his father in that

he's his own persoan.”
Statements of covariation ware similar to attributions bhut often

included articulation of an antecedent-conseguent reletionship such as “She
Lol
F
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sucks her thumb because I tocl: away the bottle too soon" or “He is spoiled
because &y mother holds him all the time." Such Statements occurred in
22% of the coded sentences.

Finally, statements about the future, anticipations, made up 10% of
the categorized corments. These statements either expressed anxiety about
the future or predicted a particular outcome. One rother lamented "There
will be something else when she grows out of this stage," and another rother
stated "It's too late to do anythind (about Spoiling)}" are two cxamples.

These analyses of the mothers'® speech and the ease with which their
reasoning was elicited suggest to us that it 1S a behavior cormonly crgaged
in by rarents, Also, the fact that very few differences energed between the
high-school and collega-educated rothers suggest it to be a behavior Quite
natural to parents. Tha only mean Group differencos were that the high=-
school educated mothers useod more.anchors and anticipatcry references while
the college-ecucated mothers rade more attributions {Table 2},

As a further test of the prevalence of such reasoning, we have also
examined in some detail published data on clLilé-rearing problems, particulazly
those corpiled by Bettelheim, Ames and Ily, Spock, Brazelton and Salk
{14, 15, 16, 17, 18). The topics pres=nted to the expert are in and of
themselves sufficient te demonstrate the uze of anchors, and attributions,
and the jresence of anticipation aid covarlation.

For examgle, Dr. Bettelheim wWas Coastlted by paronts {ar attribution
problems such as a 3-year-old who was "too masculine," a 9-month-old that
had undergone "a corplete personality change,"” and two Separate eases of
9-ronth-olds that were boring to play with. The need for anchors was
evidonced hy problems such as a thild who would no lunger ¢at meat, a
child who did not wet her pants at school but did so at home, a 3-ycar-old

who wanted te change har name and ecveral chi 1idren with acuorted anxintics
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ranging from a fear of all people to a fear of children to a fear of music.
The use cf covariatien and causal analysis was egually evident in the
parenta’ reports of the probler~solving attempts as they recited the list
of sclutions already tried and abandoned. Finally, tne interviews reveal
the parent's oriencation to the future as parent after parent framed their
prcblem with the statement, "How long will it go on?" Perhaps the post
poignant exarple was a father's concern as to what the Army would do with
his son, ncw & ronths cld, who would not feed himself or drink fres a
propped bottle.

The data cn anticipatinn alsc cemplevent previov<e behavioral chserva-
ticns by us on rothers' strateTies for child managerent as in exeduting
trips to the superrarket when accompanied by a 2- or 3-year-ald or vhen
attempting in a laboratory setting to divert their childrer from tempting
cbjects (19, 20). A major firding in both studics was the frequent use by
meothers of anticipatoxy or proactive strategies to prevent misbehavior.

Although these data advance our knowledge of the content of parents?

thinking, the' are not sufficient to assess how rational or irrational

parents' thinking is, a topic of goncern in ccgnitive psycholcgy. Hor are
they sufficlient to Propose how such thinking develops. They do appear
sufficient, hosever, to arplify the potential effects of knowledde, belivfs,
and past influences on reasoning procosses.  Thus, the Learents' arility to
anchor their child's behavior would Cepend on knowledge and experience with
ather ¢hildren apd the ascuracy with whish they r<o2ll thewr children's ox
their own develuprent. Availablc krowleige of other children or access
te iniorration about other chilurern coull norve a ponerful function in a
parent's irnterfretation of the probxlematic mabure of a behaviar. Bedlks

on the specific problems parerts face m.y be important here as evideaced

by the dedication in the book "Pareats Ash™ by 1lg and Ames thanking Arnold
€,
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Gesell "who did so nmuch to reassure us that osur children were po worse than
anybody else's™ (15).

The data alrco indicate a potentially critical relatiornship betwaen a
parent's belicf ablsut the nature of inheritance or the degres of sex
differences and his or her vrobable course of astion, Oanetic or environmental
attributions may lead to or justify entirely differont courses of parental
intervention. Similarly, beliefs about the pre-eminence of eariy experience
right explain t!e incidance of anticlpatory thinking and the froquent worries
about spoiling. T2 roor for serious lanses in reasonirg based nn errcncous
knowledge or atypizal exp-riences is also qleerky indicoted ard worxthy of
further study in populations of parchts atf 115k for neglocting or abusing
their offspring

In surmary. the data teil ws that nerents3 attempt to bring rore than
COrmon sense or sSimr .efJectio; to the analysis of thei. c¢hildrer’s
behavicr, Tue strategies they use are these employed by adults in many
contexts linked by the properties of uncertainty, interpersonal involvement,
and the necd to predict an outcoms.

The errors in recasoning parents make also scem comparable to those made
by scientists and laymen alike. Is the behavior of adults regarding, for
example, their ronetary investwents any wore rational or less emotional?
Even the slightest hint of uncertainty depresses the financial market, as
does the rumor »f a recovery often in fact leads te one thorough self-ful-
filling prophecy. Boes the arena in which stechs and cotrodities are ox-
changerd suggest the nrogsence of common sehse or adult wisdem?  Perhars
both ii1nancial and biolegical investronts produce sucn b havior becausc they
represent our own futures an well,

NOor are we as sciehtints irpvne to the Comron biases c¢hared by parents

and other uncextainty analyste. Our belief in siall samples whon they fit

I
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our assumptions, our avility te detect cause and effect ralations in cor-
relational sanples, our failures to incorperate the effects of regression
toward the mean in understandirng the effects of feedback on performance

;
testify to the fact thac lifelong esperience with ideas of probability.and
statistics do not protect against errors in decision making. For instance,
a parcnt artributing her child's good behavior after a period of misbehavior
to her own handling of her child may err in failing to ackncwledge the
oceurrences of regression to the mean.

By describing parental deliberations, we hope to have provided specifis
glimpses into undercstanding the experience of parenting. That their
expericices share much with that of adults in other reasoning conte§ts

»

should provide hoth cconceptuil and methodological direction to those who

study ard aid jarents and their children.

*
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Table 1

RESPONGSE MEASURES

ANCHORING: Statement comparing &
behavior across Chil-
dren or time

ATTRIBUTION: Statenent inferring
a cause, motive, O
internal state

CO-VARIATION: Statement relating
two O nwre events
in & causal analysis

ANTICIPATION: Statement oriented
around child's
future
Either-

1., Predicting
desired
outcome

2. Fxpressing
anxiety

-

EXAMPLES FROM PARENTAL INTERVIEWS

She'll use words I didn't even know
when I was 2 1,2.

His teacher said it is common to
write backwards at tha*t age.

out of my #3 babies, he's the good
one.

My children look at people from an
unbiased perspective,

She (a 20-1onth-0ld) seems to have a
1ot of mothering characteristics.

She likes baby talk more than
regular talk.

Changing tne bedtire routine helped
the situation a lot.

1f you give them just what they
want the trouble starts.

the nurses in the hospital spoiled
him from Day 1.

I think he's going to walk at 7 wonths.
I hope his personality stays the same.

1 wonder if she is developing okay.
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Table 2

Group and Overall “eans of the Rate of Coded Statements pexr Interview

Statements of:

Anchox Attribution Covariaticn Anticipacion
High School Educated 7.1 11.2 5.6 5.3
Colleqge Educated 10.0 24.1 11.4 2.6
Overxall Mean 8.6 17.7 8.5 3.9
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